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Matthew Soltys arrived at the Sunwing Airlines counter at Toronto's Pearson airport the morning of Feb. 15 with his 
wife and two young children, excited to embark on a long-planned vacation. 


They'd driven through the dark from their family home in Guelph and were planning to visit friends on a Florida farm 
and do some camping. Soltys had spent weeks reading books on the Everglades to his kids. 


But they never got past the check-in desk. Waiting for the family was Sunwing's general manager, who quietly told 
them they would not be allowed to board. 


"They wouldn't tell me what was going on," Soltys said. 
Instead, he was handed a small envelope. When he looked inside, "all the background noise kind of faded away." 


Inside was a redress form for travellers experiencing trouble, bearing the insignia of the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security. 


It wasn't the first time Soltys experienced trouble at the border. 


Soltys, a soft-spoken orchardist who works cultivating fruit trees, fears he's somehow become a threat in the eyes 
of Canada and the United States, ensnared by an interwoven network of security databases. Despite his best 
efforts, Soltys has been unable to find out what he's accused of doing; all he knows is that the consequences are 
very real. 


According to scholars of surveillance, security and civil liberties, once drawn into the modern system it can be 
exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to get answers or get out. 


A clue brings more questions 


On Jan. 11, 2017, after visiting the same friends in Florida, Soltys and his family were stopped at the Buffalo-Fort 
Erie Peace Bridge border crossing by the Canada Border Services Agency. They sat for roughly an hour while 
border agents worked on their computers. Then they were released, with little explanation. 


Soltys left the encounter feeling rattled and submitted a Privacy Act request to try to get some answers. 


Within a month, he received a photocopy of the notepad used by the CBSA officer who pulled the family aside. 
Near the bottom of the page, beneath his name and birthdate, was a single word: TUSCAN. 
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At the time, the word meant little to Soltys. 


In June 2018, the British newspaper the Guardian published a series of articles detailing a massive traveller 
screening list maintained by the United States. The database, employed in secret for more than 20 years by law 
enforcement on both sides of the Canada-U.S. border and revealed to contain more than 680,000 names, is known 
as "Tipoff U.S./Canada" - TUSCAN. 


According to the documents obtained by the Guardian, TUSCAN is explicitly designed "to intercept and potentially 
apprehend or refuse entry to known or suspected terrorists." The FBI database is used by the CBSA as one of its 
screening tools and is designed to streamline information sharing between Canadian and U.S. law enforcement. 


The Department of Homeland Security, FBI and U.S. Customs and Border Protection declined to comment on 
TUSCAN - advising Star Vancouver to reach out to the Canadian government - including whether Soltys is in the 
database or is otherwise a concern for U.S. law enforcement. 


Canada's Ministry of Public Safety said the country's security agencies cannot answer questions about specific 
individuals, citing classified information. Those agencies did say they don't contribute to TUSCAN and only 
investigate legitimate threats to the public. 


This month, Soltys said the Office of the Privacy Commissioner, to whom he had complained about the lack of 
information he was getting, told him the CBSA had pulled him over in 2017 because the border agency was 
concerned about another "Matthew Soltys" with a different birth date. 


Soltys is skeptical. He has a countertheory: that his activism may have landed him on the terrorist watchlist. 

An eye on activism 

Soltys, who studies biology, is polite in conversation but is also an outspoken and lifelong environmental activist. 
"Ever since | was a kid, I've always been driven by a strong concern for our future," he said. 


In the summer of 2009, Soltys was part of an 18-day protest on the edge of Guelph, an effort to halt the destruction 
of an old-growth forest slated for development of the Hanlon Creek Business Park. Soltys became an informal 
spokesperson for the group before a court injunction dissolved the occupation. 


In the fall, more than 70 protesters - including Soltys - greeted a busload of civic officials and developers near the 
site. The protesters, according to Guelph Mercury reporting at the time, became combative, and police intervened. 


Soltys was one of five protesters to be sued by the joint landowners of the site. The lawsuit was eventually dropped. 


In 2006, Soltys was arrested for spray-painting an "existing graffiti wall" in Guelph with a message mocking the 
label "eco-terrorist." A judge gave him an absolute discharge - the lowest-level sentence an adult can receive. No 
conviction is registered, and the charge is automatically removed from an offender's record after a year. 


For six years, Soltys hosted a radio show on environmental and social justice issues. And in 2017, Soltys and his 
family visited a protest camp in north Florida, where other families had gathered to demonstrate against a natural 
gas pipeline. 


Any of Soltys' actions could have landed him on any number of police and intelligence databases, according to 
Jeffrey Monaghan, an assistant professor at Carleton University's Institute for Criminology and Criminal Justice. 


Monaghan, co-author of a book on RCMP monitoring, surveillance and infiltration, is friends with Soltys and 
described him as a "perfectly civil, very thoughtful fellow, who's far from a dangerous criminal." 


Citing his body of research, Monaghan said that in the late 2000s, especially in the years leading up to Vancouver's 
2010 Olympics, "war on terror" resources were increasingly directed toward regular, domestic protest policing. 
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"All of a sudden it seems perfectly normal within (security) bureaucracies to start applying war on terror, anti- 
terrorism resources to someone who is essentially an environmental protester," he said. 


RCMP and Canadian spy agency CSIS scour social-media profiles and attend protest gatherings undercover, 
Monaghan said. 


Paul Champ, an Ottawa litigation lawyer focusing on human rights and public-interest law, said the RCMP and 
CSIS regularly track demonstrations, creating dossiers on individuals based on their level of participation. "The 
spotlight of national security is starting to move away from Islamic extremist terrorists to people who are 
environmentalists and are just trying to organize politically." 


Michelle Schmidt of the RCMP's National Communication Services said the RCMP "does not investigate 
movements or ideologies but rather criminal activity that threatens the safety ... of Canadians." 


John Townsend, head of media relations for CSIS, said Canada's CSIS Act prohibits investigating people 
conducting "lawful advocacy, protest and dissent." 


Trapped in a tangled web 


Yet tightened links between security agencies mean an organization can have access to info gathered under totally 
different policies. 


In 2015, a proposal was revealed that would allow CSIS and the CBSA to share resources without requiring the 
approval of their political masters. And the TUSCAN documents refer to the RCMP's collaboration with stateside 
police. 


"They're all integrated," Monaghan said of the agencies' databases. "The infrastructures they've built produce false 
positives. They're meant to be overly precautionary. And they're meant to be trading all this information." 


CSIS confirmed it "works closely with domestic and international partners" to "share threat-related information within 
the Government of Canada and foreign partners." 


In an email, the CBSA said the border agency "does not contribute intelligence to TUSCAN." But the TUSCAN 
documents note that, in exchange for access to TUSCAN, Canada agreed to give the U.S. access to its own no-fly 
list. 


The "interoperability" and opacity of these databases means getting one's name removed permanently from the 
system is virtually impossible, Monaghan said. 


"As soon as a person is caught in a database, you're ... fighting multiple databases, which you don't even know 
whether you're in or not," he said. "It's just a Kafkaesque process." 


Although it's possible for Canadians to have their names scrubbed from Canada's official no-fly list, TUSCAN is 
under U.S. management. Canada can apply to the U.S. to have a name removed, but the FBI is under no obligation 
to comply. In its statement, the CBSA did not respond to a question asking how a Canadian might have their name 
removed from TUSCAN. 


Soltys has had little luck pursuing help through official channels. In response to a request with the office of his MP, 
he was told the CBSA couldn't speak to the U.S. decision to block him from entering the country in February. 


In addition to his own freedoms, Soltys said his situation has left him fearing for the future of his country. 


"It makes me feel very upset that in this time where there's news about the crisis of climate change every day in the 
mainstream media, in this context, people who are environmental activists are considered terrorists," he said. 
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